We studied the laying behaviour of shiny cowbirds, Molothrus bonariensis, parasitizing brown-and-yellow marshbirds, Pseudoleistes virescens. Shiny cowbirds lay two egg morphs, spotted and white immaculate. Brown-and-yellow marshbirds eject the white egg morph but accept the spotted morph. The incidence of parasitism in this host was 66.5%, and half of the parasitized nests had more than one shiny cowbird egg. There was a positive relationship between the number of parasitic events and the availability of nests in the laying stage, but parasitic events reached a plateau when the availability of nests was high. The distribution of parasitic eggs per nest was more clumped than expected by chance. Shiny cowbird females synchronized parasitism with host laying in 80% of the cases. They seldom parasitized nests before the host started laying or after the nest had been deserted or predated. The majority of multiply parasitized nests were parasitized by more than one female. Females that lay white eggs did not avoid parasitizing brown-and-yellow marshbird nests. Egg pecking by cowbird females resulted, on average, in one egg lost per parasitic event and the probability of being broken was greater for host eggs when host and parasitic eggs where both in the nest.
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Obligate avian brood parasitism is a breeding strategy in which females lay eggs in the nests of other species, the hosts, which incubate the eggs and provide the remaining parental care for the successful rearing of the chicks.
Brood parasites face two major problems in order to avoid wasting their reproductive effort. They should synchronize their laying with the laying of hosts to ensure the successful incubation of their egg and the rearing of their chicks, and to elude intraspecific competition, they should avoid laying eggs in already parasitized nests (Payne 1977; Rothstein 1990; Kattan 1997) .
In most parasitic cuckoos (Cuculinae), the female defends territories with potential host nests from other females, and therefore, multiply parasitized nests are rare (Gill 1983; Davies & de Brooke 1988; Brooker & Brooker 1989; Øien et al. 1996) . Female cuckoos usually parasitize a discrete group of hosts (Davies & de Brooke 1989a; Brooker & Brooker 1990) , the nests of which they monitor throughout the breeding season to synchronize laying with the host (Davies & de Brooke 1988; Brooker & Brooker 1990 ). Laying and removal of one host egg takes cuckoos only ca. 10 s, thus minimizing the chance of detection by the host (Brooker et al. 1988) .
In contrast to the specialization observed in cuckoos, both the parasitic shiny cowbird, Molothrus bonariensis, and the brown-headed cowbird, M. ater, are extreme generalists as they use more than 200 species as hosts (Friedmann & Kiff 1985) . Similarly to cuckoos, cowbird females have developed rapid egg laying (mean 40 s; Sealy et al. 1995) . They may also peck or remove an egg in the nest they parasitize but these behaviours do not always occur simultaneously with parasitism, and therefore, cowbird females must visit the nest more than once (Hudson 1874; Friedmann 1929; Fraga 1985; Scott et al. 1992; Sealy 1992; Hill & Sealy 1994) . Cowbird eggs do not usually match host eggs (Rothstein 1975; Mason & Rothstein 1987) . In some cowbird populations, parasitism is not synchronized with the laying of the host and there are high frequencies of multiply parasitized nests (Elliott 1978; Zimmerman 1983; Fraga 1985; Freeman et al. 1990; Sealy 1992; Scott & Lemon 1996; Kattan 1997) . It has been suggested that, because of their high fecundity (females can lay from 40 to 120 eggs in a breeding season; Scott & Ankney 1980; Kattan 1993), these species would
